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Artist Statement 
John DeKemper 
 
I perform paintings to queer the representational archive from Renaissance and Baroque 
figurative traditions to contemporary commercial icons, folding moments like Caravaggio’s ​Medusa​ and 
Britney Spears’s 2001 snake-handling performance of ​I’m a Slave 4 U ​into single corporeal junctures. 
The figurative canon deifies the thin, athletic, binary, pale, heteronormative, able body as a site of 
aesthetic and ethical divinity. Through my practice, I craft fictive spaces and beings that evidence the 
divinity of bodies in the margins, making concrete their aesthetic, historical, sexual, political values. 
The avatars I embody, Britney Spears and Uma Thurman as Poison Ivy, endure as lifelong 
sources of power for me— women I want to be when I grow up. The world doesn’t allow bodies outside 
of Audre Lorde’s “mythical norm” to hold that kind of power, so a new world must be forged. The 
sadistic words and systems of domination that disintegrate the humanity and subjectivity of children 
young and old— pernicious barbs from peers, family, strangers, and from within; the objectification, 
commodification, medicalization, fetishization of bodies— not only do not exist in my painted world, I do 
not grant them the space to exist. In my larger-than-life self-portraits, the Goddess towers over the viewer, 
her eye contact unrelenting, her formidability undeniable. My body and my power become inseparable: 
corpulence and opulence, simultaneously, inextricably.  
The paintings perform in space, seeing the viewer and being seen while the viewer also supplants 
the figure with her own potentiality. Nearby, she sees the red and blonde wigs used in the Becoming, 
suspended, their headless voids enticing a yet another Becoming, another Britney. These props index the 
facade, declaring that anyone could seize that divine power. Caravaggio rendered Medusa (in his own 
likeness) at the moment of self-recognition, aware that her body and head have been separated. The 
figures make the viewer recognize and compare her body and mine. If she put on the wig, would she fit in 
my costume? 
Rather than fitting myself into Britney and Ivy, when I begin the performative process of 
Becoming, I must grow them until they are as abundant as me. Self-recognition manifests in moments like 
the creation of a dressform in my size, which cannot be bought. I wrapped my body in duct tape, then 
suspended the stuffed shell from a guillotine-like structure. There, hanging like meat, I faced my own 
body. The fabrication of the costumes sometimes required wholecloth sewing from scratch, and 
sometimes modifying clothing to accommodate my decadent form.  
I create a world spacious enough to hold all of me. Through paint, I capture the moment of my 
greatest power, when the costume transcends emulation and my performance becomes fact. Painting 
grants a control over the reading of my body, a radical healing ritual of reclaimed agency. Myself, 
Britney, Ivy, and the viewer collapse and vibrate into being, made material in richly layered paint. Each 
pound and each scar has been sowed tenderly or viciously, easily or painfully, hastily or glacially, in 
brush strokes as in time— a thousand storied victories that deserve immortal exaltation.  
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“In a society where the good is defined in terms of profit rather than in terms of 
human need, there must always be some group of people who, through systematized 
oppression, can be made to feel surplus, to occupy the place of the dehumanized 
inferior.
Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a mythical norm, 
which each one of us within our hearts knows ‘that is not me.’ In America, this norm 
is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and 
financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside 
within this society.”
Audre Lorde, 1980
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Leonardo da Vinci
The Proportions of the Human Body According to Vitruvius or Canon of Proportions
34.6 x 25.5 cm, Pen and ink with wash over metalpoint on paper. C. 1490
Michelangelo
Detail from The Last 
Judgment
13.7 x 12 m. 1536-1541
Chris Hemsworth in Thor: Ragnarok (2017) Tom Holland in Spider-Man: Homecoming 
(2017)
Chris Evans in Captain America: The First Avenger (2011)
Disney Princesses
https://touringplans.co
m/blog/2015/05/03/dis
ney-princess-breakdow
n/
Scarlett Johansson in Iron Man 2 (2010)
Francisco Goya
La Maja desnuda
97x190 cm, Oil on 
canvas. C. 1797-1800
Kim Kardashian
https://www.dailymai
l.co.uk/tvshowbiz/arti
cle-6076505/Kim-Ka
rdashian-beach-babe-
sexy-silver-suit-poses
-away-Miami.html
Still from The Little Mermaid (1989)
Gwyneth Paltrow in Shallow Hal (2001)
Lauren Lee from Biggest Loser season 13
https://www.today.com/slideshow/biggest-loser-13-after-
47254879
Eddie Murphy in Norbit (2010)
“Mojo” from Marvel’s X-Men
http://www.uncannyxcast.com/main/2014/1/7/episode-14
9-a-messsage-from-mojo.html
Darlene Cates in What’s Eating Gilbert Grape? 
(1993)
Ted Levine as “Buffalo Bill” in The Silence of the Lambs (1991)
“Satan” from South Park
Rodrigo Santoro as “King Xerxes” in 300 (2006)
Detail from Revolting Britney 
(Baby One More Time 01)
The Stigma of Obesity: A Review and 
Update
The Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity at Yale 
University
Dr. Rebecca M. Puhl, Chelsea A. Heuer
06 September 2012
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1038/oby.2008.
636
● Strong bias in employment rates, wages, 
evaluations, and hiring decisions
● Healthcare professionals strongly endorse 
stereotypes and negative attitudes about obese 
patients
● Strong stigmatization in television and film
● Weight bias strongly contributes to maladaptive 
eating behaviors
Harvard Implicit Bias Study
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
Preference for European American features 
compared to African American features
Preference for thin people compared to fat 
people
CDC Study of Depression & Suicide Attempts 
in American High Schoolers
https://www.childtrends.org/high-schoolers-identify-lgb-likely-straight-peers-report-feeling-sad-hopeless-attempting-suicide
From my Mother’s Scrapbook
“John as a witch.”
Image © Renee DeKemper
From my Mother’s 
Scrapbook
Image © Renee 
DeKemper
Still from Batman and Robin (1997) 
dir. Joel Schumacher
From my Mother’s Scrapbook: 
Drawings of “The Little Mermaid” 
characters, age 5
Image © Renee DeKemper
Writer Samantha Sullivan at Disney World, 1996.
From AllEars.net
“Valentine Ariel” Mattel doll, 1997. Photo by 
xShowtimeSynergyX II on Flickr
Charcoal on Paper, 
18”x24” 2010
Washable marker on bathroom 
stall, 2012
Ink on Paper, 2014
Images © John DeKemper
Self-portrait
18”x24” Acrylic, graphite, oil pastel on paper. 
2010
Image © John 
DeKemper
Still from The Little 
Mermaid (1989)
Sketchbook Pages, 2011
Images © John DeKemper
Ink & marker on Bristol 11”x17” 2010
2012
Image © John DeKemper
Still from The Little Mermaid (1989)
Stills from The Little Mermaid (1989)
The Little Mermaid Ursula and Ariel Production Cel, 1989 ℅ Heritage Auctions
Still from The Little Mermaid (1989)
Divine at Studio 54, 1983. Photo by Phil Morris
Still from The Little Mermaid (1989)
Promotional image of Divine as Babs Johnson in Pink 
Flamingos (1972)
Still from The Little Mermaid (1989) Digital drawing, 2012
Still from ...Baby One 
More Time Music Video
Britney Spears 1998
Dextral/Sinistral Britney
18”x24” (x2) Charcoal 
on Newsprint. 2017
Dextral/Sinistral 02
3’x4’ Acrylic on Panel. 
2017
Lucian Freud
Leigh Bowery (Seated)
1990
Bowery at the opening of the Lucian Freud exhibition, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 1993 © Photograph: Don Pollard
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/essay/taboo-or-not-taboo-the-fashions-of
-leigh-bowery/
Dextral/Sinistral 01
3’x4’ Acrylic on Panel. 
2017
Felix Gonzalez-Torres
Untitled (Perfect Lovers)
Clocks, Paint on Wall. 1991
Detail from Shroud
Makeup on Cotton. 2017
Mary Kelly
Detail from Post-Partum Document
Perpsex units, white card, diaper linings, plastic sheeting, paper, 
ink. 1973-1979
Hannah Wilke
Brushstrokes no. 7, January 19, 1992
74.9 x 56.5 cm, artist’s hair on paper. 1992
Detail from Shroud
Makeup on Cotton. 2017
Brené Brown
“. . .Shame is really easily understood as the fear of 
disconnection. . . What [underpins] this shame, this ‘I’m 
not good enough,’ . . . [is] excruciating vulnerability, this 
idea [that], in order for connection to happen, we have to 
allow ourselves to be seen, really seen.”
Shroud
Makeup on Cotton. 2017
Image © John DeKemper
Flyer for Treated. 2018
From Treated. 2018
Images ℅ Mike Keveany
From Treated. 2018
Image ℅ Mike Keveany
From Treated. 2018
Image ℅ Mike Keveany
Revolting Britney 
(...Baby One More Time 
01)
4’x3’ Acrylic on Panel. 
2018
From Eat Me, Baby, One 
More Time. 2018
Images © John DeKemper
From Eat Me, Baby, One 
More Time. 2018
Image ℅ Joy Drury Cox
“A radical self-love world is a world free from the systems . . . 
that make it difficult and sometimes deadly to live in our bodies. 
. . Creating such a world is an inside-out job. How we value and 
honor our own bodies impacts how we value and honor the 
bodies of others. . .
As we awaken to our indoctrinated body-shame, we feel 
inspired to awaken others and to interrupt the systems that 
perpetuate body shame and oppression against all bodies.”
https://thebodyisnotanapology.com/
Revolting Britney (Toxic)
4’x5’ Acrylic on Canvas. 
2018
Still from Toxic Music Video
Britney Spears 2004
Jenny Saville
Propped
1992
Revolting Britney 
(...Baby One More Time 
02)
4’x3’ Acrylic on Panel. 
2018
Jenny Saville
Detail from Propped
1992
http://mentalfloss.com/ar
ticle/66688/17-bright-an
d-colorful-facts-about-lis
a-frank
Revolting Britney 
(...Baby One More Time 
02)
4’x3’ Acrylic on Panel. 
2018
Mirror
Duct Tape, Newspaper, 
Plywood. 2018-2019
Jenny Saville
Torso 2
360 x 294 cm. Oil on Canvas. 2004
Images © John DeKemper
Mirror (Britney)
Duct Tape, Newspaper, 
Plywood, Cotton, 
Jewelry, Plastic Beads, 
Glitter, Rhinestones, 
4XL Gym Shorts. 
2018-2019
Kehinde Wiley
Judith and Holofernes
Oil on Linen. 2012
Revolting Britney
8’x6’ Acrylic on Canvas. 
2018-2019
“Viewed. . . as both unhealthy and unattractive, fat people are 
widely represented in popular culture and in interpersonal 
interactions as revolting. . . But if we think of revolting in terms 
of over-throwing authority, rebelling, protesting, and rejecting, 
then corpulence carries a whole new weight as a subversive 
cultural practice that calls into question received notions about 
health, beauty, and nature. We can recognize fat as a condition 
not simply aesthetic or medical, but political.”
Kathleen LeBesco
Queering Fat Bodies/Politics
https://www.amazon.com/Bodies-out-Bounds-Fatness-Transgression/dp/0520225856
From Britney Spears’s performance of I’m a Slave 4 
U on the MTV Video Music Awards. Sept 06, 2001
https://www.allure.com/story/britney-spears-vma-lo
oks-video
Detail
Caravaggio
Medusa
24”x22” Oil on Canvas 
Mounted on Wood. 1597
Raphael
Detail from The Transfiguration
405 x 278 cm, Tempera on wood. 1516-20
Caravaggio
Medusa
24”x22” Oil on Canvas 
Mounted on Wood. 1597
Image ℅ elin o’hara
Image © John DeKemper
Mirror (Poison Ivy)
Duct Tape, Newspaper, 
Plywood, Plastic Poison 
Ivy Vines, Claps, Safety 
Pins, Hot Glue, 5XL 
Swimsuit, Acrylic, 
Cotton, Dye. 2018-2019

Leigh Bowery
The Metropolitan
Cotton, rayon, leather, sequins, metal, paint. 1988
Images © John DeKemper
https://batman.f
andom.com/wik
i/Poison_Ivy_(
Uma_Thurman)
/Gallery
Clip from Batman and Robin (1997) 
dir. Joel Schumacher
Video © John DeKemper
Studies for The Garden 
of Girthy Delights
Kehinde Wiley
Detail from Judith and Holofernes
Oil on Linen. 2012
Caravaggio
Judith Beheading Holofernes
145 cm x 195 cm, Oil on canvas. c.1598-1599
The Garden of Girthy 
Delights
8’x6’ Acrylic on Canvas. 
2019
Lisa Yuskavage
Afternoon Feeding
86x71 in. Oil on linen. 2011
Lisa Yuskavage
Scarecrow
81x60 in. Oil on linen. 2012
The Garden of Girthy 
Delights
8’x6’ Acrylic on Canvas. 
2019
Lee Bermejo
Detail from Joker (Graphic Novel)
Writer Brian Azzarello, DC Comics 2008
Detail
Jenny Saville
Rosetta II
252 x 187.5cm Oil on watercolor paper, mounted on board. 2005-2006Detail
Caravaggio
Judith Beheading 
Holofernes
145 cm x 195 cm, Oil on 
canvas. c.1598-1599
Caravaggio (attributed)
Judith Beheading 
Holofernes
144 cm x 173.5 cm, Oil on 
canvas. c.1606-1607
Installation Shot from 
Under the Rug. 2019
Dextral/Sinistral 01
3’x4’ Acrylic on Panel. 
2017
Dextral/Sinistral Britney
18”x24” (x2) Charcoal 
on Newsprint. 2017
Installation Shot from 
Under the Rug. 2019
Image © John DeKemper
David Hockney
Divine
60”x60” Acrylic on Canvas. 1979
https://www.pinknews.co.uk/2018/10/29/meet-divine-the-drag-queen-t
hat-inspired-one-of-disneys-most-iconic-villains/
http://madame.lefigaro.fr/celebrites/harris-glenn-milstead-divine-mal
gre-lui-260314-846650
Music Video for I’m So Beautiful. 1984. (1:48-2:25)
Look at me!
I’m so beautiful
You gotta believe it, I am beautiful
I’m so beautiful
Can’t you see?
Look at me!
I said
I’m so beautiful
Well, everybody’s welcome to this 
point of view
We’re all beautiful
Can’t you see?
The Garden 
of Girthy 
Delights
8’x6’ 
Acrylic on 
Canvas. 
2019
Revolting 
Britney
8’x6’ Acrylic 
on Canvas. 
2018-2019
Ivy’s Hair
Synthetic Wig, Synthetic 
Braiding Hair,  Acrylic 
Ink, Plastic Poison Ivy 
Vines, Bobby Pins. 2019
Britney’s Hair
Synthetic Wig. 2018
Installation Shot from 
Under the Rug. Image  ℅ 
Hong-An Truong. 2019
from my mother’s 
scrapbook
Image © Renee 
DeKemper
